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- THE LINGUISTIC IMPORTANCE 
OF THE DARDIC LANGUAGES 


By: Prof. Wojciech SKALMOWSKI* 


The aim of this paper is to discuss certain general traits of the Dardic 
group of languages in order to show that they often provide the linguist 
with a comparative material, whose historical and/or typological relevance i 
goes far beyond the area in which they are spoken. 


One could best describe the linguistic importance of the Dardic group 
by comparing it to a small, but very well equipped laboratory in which the 
limited. space facilitates the tracing of the manifold interconnections 
between various parts of a complicated rescarch apparatus, This is quite 
i ` an accurate description, because the Dardic languages form a unity in diver- 
sity: they are sufficiently close to each other to show clearly many common 
traits and at the same time they are sufficiently varied to provide many 
alternative forms of given linguistic categories and structures, 
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The term “Dardic” is used in this Paper in its wide linguistic sense, 

comprising both the so-called Kafir languages of N.E.Afghanistan and the 

S Dardic languages sensu stricto, ie. those spoken in the territory between the 

Kunar river, with its tributaries, in the West and Kashmir in the East. Used 

in this sense the term ‘covers the group, which was called by G.A.Grierson 
(Grierson 1919) “the piica languages”, 
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There has been until now no agreement between scholars as to the 
exact position of Dardic within the Indo-European family. Grierson regarded 
this group a$ 2 separate, third member of the Aryan branch, or — more 
exactly — 252 sub-branch of Proto-Iranian [Fairbanks 1969], in ouier y words 


Indian. According to G. Morgenstierne, another great authority on this 
subject, only the Kafir languages should be viewed as a separate branch of 
Aryan [S- Morgenstierne 1973], whereas the remaining members continue ` 
some dialect closely resembling Vedic and, as such, are “purely Indo-Aryan”, 
even if they have retained archaisms lost in other modern Indian languages 
(e.g five degrees of distance in demonstratives)- 


While these divergences of opinion cannot be definitely resolved yet, 
they conveniently stress the peculiar character of Dardic as of a group 
sharing Indian characteristics with the distinctly Iranian ones, 3$ ©-8- the 
Iranian suffix Laka- for participles, the category of indefiniteness and 


the generalization. of the Ka-stem as relative pronoun (except in Kashmir). 
The question of whether the presence of such heterogenic traits in Dar- 
dic is due to inheritance from some separate Protodardic branch, or is 


bund’ still remains open- Open questions are an important stimulus in 
research and thus we touch already here one of the aspects of the linguistic 


The unsolved problem of the origin of the Dardic languages influences 
also the problem of their classification: here also there is no general agree- 
ment and even the. criteria of differentiation into languages and dialects are. 
vague, partly because of lack of sufficient reliable data. In this paper the 
traditional division of Dardic jnto three branches — Western, Central and 


Q 


Eastern — will be retained [cf. Kachru 1969: and: Edelman 1965 & 1973 OY 


the examples in this paper have been drawn from these last two publica- 


tions]. 
The Western branch corresponds to Morgenstierne's appellation “Kafir” 
and refers to Kati (also called Bashgali), Prasun, Ashkun and Waigali in 
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N.E-Afghanistan. To this group is usually also added Dameli, spoken in 
Chitral, although its ‘Kafir’ traits seem to be due to the great number of. 
borrowings, 


The Central branch comprises the non-Kafir languages situated to the 
West of Kunar, i.e. Gawar-Bati (called also Narisati), Shumashti and Pashai 
with its many dialects (or: unrecognized languages!). n 


The Eastern group comprises the Dardic languages to the Fast of 
Kunar, i.e. those spoken in Chitral, Gilgit Agency and Kashmir. Here belong: 
Khowar and Kalasha in Chitral, Bashkarik (with its dialect [?] Garwi) in 
the upper valley of Panjkora, Torwali in the upper part of the Swat valley 
and Maiyan at the right bank of Indus south of Chilas. The three last 
languages have often been referred to in the past as ‘Kohestani’ from the 
name of the region, ie. Indus Kohestan. An isolated dialect of Maiyan — 
Kanyawali — is spoken in the territory of Shina, the most widespread 
language of the Dardistan Proper. An ancient dialect of Shina — Phalura — 
is spoken now in S.E.Chitral in consequence of a 19th-century migration, 
Eastern Dardic “shifted” to the West is also represented by Wotapuri in 
N.E. Afghanistan and Tirahi in the vicinity of Jelalabad.. The only Dardic’ 
language with a long literary tradition and an important number of speakers 
(more than 2 min) is Kashmiri, 


This classification is chiefly based on the following criteria: (a) — the 
Kafir (Western Dardic) languages differ as a group from other members by 
the total loss of aspiration (a characteristic Iranian development with Aryan) 
and a peculiar development of the IE gutturals, which is best illustrated by 
the treatment of the palatalized gutturals in Iranian, Kafir and Indian (with 
which the remaining Dardic languages agree in this respect): 
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Cf.: Skt funa- “dog”, Av. süni—, Waigali as 
Skt janati “to bear”, Av. zan—, Kati za; 
Skrhárdi- — "heart, Av. zarada—, Waigali 2/50. 


(b) — the Central and the Eastern Dardic differs in the following way: 


1. — initial (old) v— remains in the Central language as w; but in 
the East it changes to b-; 


2. -—- intervocalic -t- changes in the Central languages into quid) 
orl, in the East it usually disappears. 


The overlapping of the two last-mentioned traits in Khowar and 
Kalasha (b-, but -t- > arf.) is the reason why these two languages are some- 
time regarded as a separate, Northern branch ot Dardic. 


The problem of the origin of Dardic is sometimes presented as a logical 
disjunction: either an isolated, separate branch of Aryan, or a ""Sprachen- 
bund” of the Balkan type. It seems thac neither of these two extreme posi- 
tions is acceptable and that we should rather adopt an intermediary view, 
combining an assumption of a relatively long independent development of 
this isolated branch of Aryan with the assumption of a strong Iranian 
influence on the essentially Indo-Aryan Dardic. The Kafir group must 
have become the most isolated group quite early (1 millenium B.C.) 
and it must have been influenced at that time by the Iranian tendency! 
towards the spirantization of JE gutturals, which, however, must have v 
already weaker than that towards desaspiration and depalatalization. 


The result of the “imperfect iranization" of the phonological system 
in Dardic may best be illustrated by the development of IE*K': 
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exist. At present the most pronounced aspiration (often a secondary one) 
is visible in the center of the Dardic region: (the ‘Kohestani’ 
Phalura). It is possible thae this situation is the result of relati 
migrations from the South towards the North, with the more 


sounds in Yidgha (but not in Munjanil), Ishakshmi and Wakhi in the North 
and in Pashto, Ormuri and Parachi in the 


seems to show this tendency most stron, 
certain signs of a weakening of it, as testified by the loss of 


and its absence in Wakhi, which otherwise has cerebral sounds, developed 
without any doubt under the influence of the neighbouring Dardic lan- 
guages. 


This crossing of two tendencies — the Iranian desaspiration and the 


Indian cerebralization — within the Dardic groups offers an excellent 
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example of “languages in contact” and one may assume that a more detailed 
study of these tendencies (as well as of some others, && of that towards 
nasalization) will allow us to understand better the general mechanism of 
such induced linguistic changes. i 


As far as morphology is concerned Dardic offers a rich variety of 
alternative ways in which a language copes with the problem of retaining 
sufficient grammatical information in spite of changing from a synthetic 
type with rich inflection to an analytical one with very reduced. morpho- 
logical means. This situation is known from many IE Languages (it can be 
exemplified €g- by the change of Latin into Romance languages), but the 
peculiarity of Dardic lies in the fact that here we have a large number oflan- 
guages which are very, closely related. to "each other and at the same time 
differ considerably in morphological details. 


reduction of the number of cases (with a complicated system of pre-and 
postpositions emerging in order to replace the missing declension) and to 
the use of participial constructions instead of finite verb forms. — . 

The number of oblique cases in the Dardic languages varies from one 


which — being themselves of nominal original — as a rule distinguish gender 
(c£. the copula in Shina: hanu-s £F bhavant smi, “I am” [m.]; kanis 
Z *bhavantitsmi, “I am” [£.]; hanes L #bhavantatsmah, “we are” 
[m.& £1. The retention of gender led in certain instances to the formation 
of new stem systems anc v as a result — to new declension paradiagmes, 
as e.g. in Kashmiri, which distinguishes four different declensions with four 
cases, Thus Dardic offers interesting material for the study of the beginning 
of a new cycle: from analytic type of language to a new synthetic one. Even 
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A similar turn — from synthetic type to analytic one and back to a 
kind of new synthetic type — may be observed in Dardic in the area of. verbal 


turally speaking there is no difference between this system and the old Indo- 
„Aryan system of present/imperfect, in which the tense difference was 
marked only by the choice of endings (primary or secondary) while the stem 


gender. This means that the system still treats certain inflected forms as 
essentially a predicative and copula, in spite of the fact that Dameli makes 
otherwise a clear distinction between copula and verbal endings, 
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One of the consequences of the reconstruction. of the verbal 
system on à participle basis was the spread ofa peculiar passive construction 


The only other member of the IE family which regularly uses such a cons- 
truction is Armenian and this fact has led to speculation about its possibly 
foreign origin, ¢-8- in the form of a syntactic calque from some non-IE 
substratum. It is a fact that the area of IE in which this construction appears 
borders on the Caucasian and Tibetan languages and in both groups the 
so-called ergative isa prominent trait. 


Nonetheless, it seems that the origin of the Aryan ‘ergative’ can be 
explained structurally without any recourse to the substratum hypothesis. 


The main traits of this construction, which is used for expressing the 
past of transitive verbs, are: (1) the agent (ie. the logical subject) appears 
in a non-nominative case (usually such a case 55 called agentive or ergative, 
as in the descriptions of Basque); (2) the patient (object) is in the 
nominative; (3) the verb agrees with the object. Symbolically we can express 
it by a formula BAB, in which the first two letters symbolize the cases 
(A — rectus, B — blique) of subject and object respectit ely and the third 
letter symbolizes agreeme t with the subject (A), object (B) oF the lack of 
ic (C). The unormal” nominative sentence in IE — e.g, Latin pater filium 
amat — will accordingly have the pattern ABA. An English counterpart of 
the ‘ergative’ construction would be e.g. “by me — book — read", but it 
must be remembered that this construction is used as a regular past form 
of “I am reading a book” and that it is felt by the speakers of the "ergative 
languages" to be active; there often exists a separate paraphrase expressing 
“zeal” passive. 


In order to explain this construction it js useful to take @ look at the 
distinction made by the Prague School of linguistics between the “datum” 
and the "novum" in a sententia] syntagme. Without making any "se of 
semantic considerations one can interpret this distinction as that between a 
variable and a constant part of a syntagme set in a larger paradigme. E.g. 
in a participial paradigme corresponding to à conjugation (“I — writing”, 
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"you — writing", etc.) the pronoun will re: -al itself. as the variable element, 
le. as "novum", Being the element which provides new information within 
the paradigme, "norum" must be expressed explicitly, whereas parts of the 
"datum" (e.g. the object of the predicative: “writing a letter") take a 
secondary (facultative) position and may be left out without destroying the 
grammatical coherence of the syntagme. When an originally passive construc- 
tion, as e.g. "by me — written”, takes the function of a regular past form of 
“I — writing", the original adverbial "by me” (often expressed by the ins- 
trumental case) becomes the “novum”-element and must be expressed ex- 
plicitly. It takes in fact the Position of the subject and its particular form 
begins to be treated asa special subject-case. In the real passive, on the other 
hand, (“the book — was written — [by me]") the "novum"element is 
the patient (i.e. the logical Object) and must be specified, whereas che 
adverbial "by me" plays a secondary function as a part of ‘datum’ and 
becomes consequently a facultativé member of the syntagme. 

Many Middle and Modern Indo-Iranian languages have institutionalized 
the “ergative” pattern in their verbal systems and, having done so, have had 
to cope with the important difference between the past participles of intran- 
sitive and transitive verbs: the intransitives retain their active meaning in this 
form, whereas the transitives become’ passive, cf. “he — going": “he — 
gone" vs. "he — beating" : “he — beaten”. In order to express the active 


- past of “he — beating” some expression of the type “(somebody) beaten — 


by him" must have been used, with some non-nominative case expressing the 
change from “he” ta “by him". The most likely candidate for such an agen- 
tive case in Aryan was the instrumental and, in some modern Indian and 
Dardic languages, the ‘ergatives’ may actually be traced back to the Olnd. 
Instrumental endings, cf. Gawar-Bati ten manuse kitab ites, “this man gave 


a book", with the old endings -ena and “id, 


Such constructions have already been used sporadically in the old 
Aryan languages, cf. Old Persian [ima] tya manā kartam “(this) I did” and 
Old Indian (MBh.) kurua yathā krtam upadhyayena “do as the master 
did”, but they became fully grammaticalized only in the Middle period. 
Whatever its degree of grammaticalization, the construction never ceased 
to constitute an intrusion of the Passive into the active pattern and — as 
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a kind of foreign body — had an uncertain position, leading to constant 
changes. The real aim of such changes seems to have always been the 
ultimate elimination of the “ergative” pattern. and a return to the "normal", 
i.e. nominative pattern of the sentence. This elimination proceeds usually in 
stages and various Dardic languages exemplify particularly well this process 
[s-Skalmowski 1974]. The three essential stages are: (1) marking the object 
as non-nominative, as in present — this means the change of sentential 
pattern from BAB to BBB (cf. Wotapuri tha ta manif pasue “you saw these 
men”, where ta “these” is 3n the so-called “‘obliquell” [nominative would be 
58]); (2) shifting of the verbal agreement onto the agent, ie. the change to 
pattern BBA (cf. Dameli mu kurum "I did”, where the agent is still in 
oblique, but the verb agrees with it in person and number); (3) change of the 
case of the agent to nominative — i.e. the change to the nominative pattern 
ABA (cf. Maiyan sē- kutagil “he beat” [still with “ergative”] on a par 
with soh wef karagil “he divided" [with nominative as the case of the 
agent]). d 


An interesting development took place in Shina, where the agentive 
ending -s(e) [from Olnd. -sya] is obligatorily used with transitives also in the 
present, in spite of the agreement of the verb with the subject. This usage 
forms an interesting parallelism with Modern Persian in which the original 
oblique man "I" has become generalized as the only form of the 1st sing, 
of the personal pronoun. Shina also constitutes 2 convincing “argument 
by analogy” for Uhlenbeck's hypothesis that the IE nominative in -s deve- 
loped, through a lost ergative pattern, from the athematic genetive [Uhlen- 
beck 1901, cf. also Vaillant 1936] . 


Some languages in the Dardic group do not have ergative at all (Prasun, 
Khowar and Kalasha) but, taking into account the general picture, this must 
be the last stage of the desintegration of this construction; thus we are 
entitled to say that they do not possess it any more. We may also say that 
Dardic as a whole presents the history of this construction as in a text-book 
or a didactic movie. 


Looking at the quoted examples of linguistic processes and phenomena 
— the "crossing" of the tendencies towards desaspiration and towards cere- 
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bralization, the rea 
and, above all, the various sta 
truction — it may be said withoui tic importance 
of Dardic can hardly be overestimated. 


ppearence of new declensional and conjugational patterns 
ges of the rise and fall of the “‘ergative” cons- 


t exaggeration that the linguis 
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